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Migrants, refugees and mobility: how useful are information 
communication technologies in the first phase of resettlement? 
 





The rate at which people move and resettle around the world is unprecedented. Mobility 
and resettlement is now greatly assisted by the use of inexpensive internet communication 
technologies (ICTs) for a wide variety of functions: to communicate locally and across 
territories, for localised information seeking, geo – locational mapping and for forging 
new social connections in host countries and cities. This article is based on a qualitative 
study of newly arrived migrants and mobile people from non English speaking 
backgrounds (NESB) to the city of Brisbane, Australia and investigates how the internet 
is used to assist the initial period of settling into the city. As increasing amounts of 
essential information is placed online, the study asks how people from NESB 
communities manage to negotiate the types of information they require during the early 
stages of resettlement, given varying levels of access to ICTs, digital and language 
literacy. The study finds that the internet is widely used for specific location information 
seeking (such as accommodation and job-seeking), but this is often supplemented with 
other non-mediated sources of information. The study identified implications for social 
policy in regard to the resourcing and access of information. While findings are specific 
to the study location, it is feasible that the patterns of internet use for resettlement have 
relevance in a broader context. 
 










The globalized movement of people has contributed to the changing demography and 
scale of cities around the world. In Australia, a highly urbanized country where over 66% 
of its population live in capital cities (ABSa), mobility and transnationalism have 
produced cities that are far more culturally and ethnically diverse than in any other period 
of its history. For migrants and mobile people, resettling into host countries and cities is 
complex and stressful, often fraught with language and adaptation difficulties. At the 
same time, internet communication technologies (ICTs) have transformed the experience 
of mobility producing a space for information sharing and communication capabilities 
that enable intense connectivity (Diminescu 2008; Fortunati et al 2011). This article 
investigates how mobile people use ICTs in the early stages of resettlement into Brisbane, 
in ways that assist adaptation into the host city. The research is underpinned by two 
concerns: firstly, while many mobile people are high users of ICTs (Miller 2011), not 
everyone has access or can use them effectively. Secondly, that increasing amounts of 
essential information for migrants and refugees is now placed online that is relevant to 
the resettlement period. Lack of access to ICTs and limited digital literacy contributes to 
the maintenance of the digital divide, thereby reproducing certain social inequalities.  
Such barriers, alongside language literacy, impede effective resettlement of migrants and 
refugees, and more broadly, impacts on the social cohesion of Australian cities.  
 
The view that digital access and literacy is an indispensable aspect of citizenship in the 
twenty-first century information age (Selwyn 2002, 2004) highlights the importance of 
ICT access for migrants and mobile people. ICTs are integrated throughout all aspects of 
life: in the communication sphere, across the public sector and in commerce and industry. 
The integration of the internet into everyday life has transformed daily life and as some 
commentators have noted, created new ontologies at the intersection of technology and 
place (Fortunati et al 2011). Yet not all people have access to ICTs, nor is everyone 
digitally literate. Moreover, good English language skills are critical to levels of digital 
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literacy for migrants in host countries where the dominant language is English (Ono and 
Zadony 2008).  The so-called digital divide is complex, shaped by factors such as age, 
gender, ethnicity and socio-economic and cultural background.  Although 86% of 
Australian households are reported to have internet access (Ewing and Thomas 2012), the 
digital divide has the potential to increase as more services and information are placed 
online (ibid, 2). The groups most vulnerable to the digital divide are older people, women 
and people living in low-income households, of which the majority of migrants in this 
study are part.  People living in lower-income households, among which refugees are 
well represented in general, are less likely to access government services or information 
online and are more likely to see the internet as a frustrating technology (ibid 2012, v). 
 
 Given the ubiquity of the internet in everyday life and its role across the public and 
private spheres, inadequate levels of computer access and digital competency can 
contribute to problems of social inclusion and active citizenship (Foteinou 2010). In 
Australia, information useful for recently arrived migrants such as educational and health 
services, accommodation and job-seeking, is most readily accessed online. The growth of 
online information by government and allied services adds yet another layer of 
complexity to the resettlement process if people do not have adequate access to internet 
capabilities, or are not sufficiently digitally or linguistically literate. The first point of 
contact for migrants and refugees on arrival in Australia is with their host governments 
when they need to obtain information about services such as education, health, transport, 
accommodation and job seeking which is now mainly available online. It is estimated that 
the Australian public sector has similar figures to that of Britain where 90% of public 
services are accessed online (Williams 2011). Lack of access or literacy can have a 
significant impact on upon peoples’ daily lives, where a level of digital literacy is 
required to navigate through a maze of written information and to enter data. Cost cost 
can also be a deterrent.  
 
The ubiquitous take up of internet technologies in the developed world makes it easy to 




Migrants and ICTs 
The term ‘mobile people’ is used in addition to the term migrants throughout this article, 
because the concept of ‘mobile people’ most accurately reflects the change in global 
population flows (Urry 2007).  On a broader social level, mobility refers to the increasing 
flow of people, objects, systems and networks around the globe since the early 1990s and 
whose significance lies in the re-formed  ‘constellations of power, the creation of 
identities and the micro-geographies of everyday life’ (Cresswell 2011, 551). The 
significance of mobility for people and migration, according to Hugo (2008), is that the 
term more accurately captures the shift away from traditional patterns of migration and 
underlines the intensification of pace and fluidity at which people move around the world 
today. Migrants or mobile people may be long term and temporary, seasonal or irregular, 
and move back and forth between countries and states. About half of Australia’s migrants 
are in the country on a skilled migrant scheme (SOAC 2013,26), settling in the country 
for finite periods. Asylum seekers are constantly or periodically in motion back and forth 
across continuous or non-continuous territorial boundaries (Faist 2000).  Australia’s 
population has been shaped over many years by migration and although migrants from 
the United Kingdom are the largest group of overseas born residents; increasing numbers 
of migrants are from South East Asian countries such as China, India and the Middle East 
and African countries (ABSa). 
 
Federal, State, local government agencies and non-government organizations (NGOs) 
involved in the resettlement of migrants from NESB groups recognize the importance of 
successful integration and in combating social isolation. The ability for people to access 
to resources and services such as language support, accommodation, jobs, educational 
information and healthcare is critical not only for successful resettlement and integration, 
but also to limit social isolation and alienation.  Strategies that aim to mitigate against 
social isolation can assist in the development of social cohesion and social capital in 
Australia’s rapidly growing cities. 
‘Digital inclusion’ is thus an important project to address inequality, and is a major 
concern of governments and the not-for-profit sector. The previous Labor government 
5 
 
committed to $43 billion over eight years to build Australia’s national broadband 
network, a policy currently under review. A substantial, national broadband network is 
regarded by many as important to addressing uneven access to ICTs across the country, 
particularly in Australia’s regional and remote areas. This is a worthy initiative, but will 
not solve all the problems of ICT access and digital literacy. Currently there are groups of 
people who do not have access to existing programs or are not willing to access training 
programs for a variety of cultural and other reasons. In the cohort of this study, many 
humanitarian migrants (refugees) from NESB groups have limited access to technology 
and lower literacy rates than people from English speaking backgrounds. 
Access, training and the development of digital literacy skills, digital knowledge and 
information can help to address issues of social integration (Notley and Foth 2008). The 
Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA, 2009) report found that 
Australians who do not speak English at all or do not speak it well were 27% less likely 
to have broadband than those proficient in English and households with incomes of over 
$2000 a week were more likely to have broadband than households with income of $600 
or less (assuming that refugee groups would be in the latter category). 
Migrants are confronted with multiple challenges upon arrival in their host cities and 
countries. Services that support their settlement and integration are vital to achieving 
Australia’s social inclusion mandate. Access to information and communication within 
virtual and located places through ICTs provides the potential for social participation and 
active citizenry. This concept emphasizes the role of technology as a resource for civic 
empowerment and as a facilitator of community building and collaborative problem 
solving (Sirianni & Friedland 2001; Hiller & Franz 2004; de Haas 2007). 
The Urban Context  
The research is situated in the context of Australian cities, which are growing rapidly in 
scale and in cultural diversity. The overwhelming majority of migrants settle in capital 
cities in Australia and overseas migration is the main contributor to population growth, 
having major implications for how people adapt to their new neighbourhoods and 
communities, and equally how long-term residents manage the change in their 
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communities.    
Australia is a highly urbanized country with 81% Australia’s population growth 
occurring in 18 major cities since 2001. 60% of that growth occurred in the four largest 
capital cities of Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane and Perth (ABS 2011 a), all with 
populations of over 1 million people.  Overseas immigration is a large contributor to 
population growth and 27% or 6.0 million of the resident population is born overseas. 
Migration patterns have changed in recent years, with a sharp rise in people coming 
from China, India, Vietnam and Italy (ABS 2011b). While cultural diversity in Australia 
is generally perceived as a good thing, in that it brings richness to cultural life, in recent 
years there has been a significant increase in the reported experience of discrimination 
towards people from migrant communities.  In 2007 discrimination was reported at 9% 
and in 2011 reporting had increased to 14% (Markus 2012, 2). The annual Scanlon 
Report into Social Cohesion (Markus 2012) registers broad support among those 
surveyed for a non-discriminatory immigration program with the level of negative 
sentiment towards immigrants from Europe under 5%. However, a significantly higher 
level of negative sentiment towards immigrants from the Middle East is recorded at 
around 30% (ibid). With the scale and intensity of mobility increasing across ethnicities 
and cities, the potential for tensions and conflict over cultural and religious difference 
appears to be growing in cities across the world. Cities are facing substantial 
infrastructure and environmental stresses, and in this policy context it is easy to overlook 
the importance of strategies to develop social cohesion.  
 
The Study: methods 
The study  uses mixed methodologies but is primarily qualitative, with semi-structured 
interviews among thirty-one participants. Interview participants include long-term and 
short-term migrants, refugees, international students and five community workers. All 
mobile people had arrived in Brisbane within a three-year period prior to the study. A 
short survey was administered prior to interview to capture essential demographic 
information and self-rated computer literacy. Fieldwork was conducted in locations 
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where migrant groups gather such as community centres and libraries, to ascertain 
patterns of usage of information services provided.  Finally a review of websites targeting 
NESB migrants and websites that have NESB relevant information was undertaken to 
determine a) the range of languages provided b)ease of navigation and c) ease of finding 
information. The combination of methodologies used supports the maximum 
understanding of mobile people’s use of the internet in quotidian life. It provides a robust 
understanding of how ICT use is integrated into daily routines and habits and therefore is 
a measure of technologies’ significance and impact. Interviews provide textured 
information, appropriate for a research project that focuses on lived experience and 
involves people from NESB groups. In-depth interviews reduce the likelihood of 
misunderstanding when the participant’s first language is not English, and humanitarian 
migrants (refugees) require a sensitive approach due to the sometimes traumatic 
circumstances of their relocation. Time is required to establish the development of trust 
between the interviewer and participant, particularly when refugees may have 
experienced persecution from authorities in their countries of origin.  
Twenty- six participants had arrived in Brisbane between 2009 and 2012 and the 
remaining five are social workers, community leaders or librarians who work with 
migrants and were able to provide an overview of, and observational insights into the 
research question. The cohort is representative of a range of cultural backgrounds; ages, 
migrant categories and gender. The survey instrument captured basic data such as 
migrant category, age, gender, place of access, web- based applications used and so forth. 
Interviews with people from non-English speaking backgrounds presented some 
limitations in terms of language fluency and a translator was used in some instances. 
Participant observation and interviews took place across several Migrant Resource 
Centres: across suburbs in Brisbane and around the State Library, where high numbers of 
NESB groups frequent. The aim here was to observe the use of and interaction occurring 
around the computer terminals in centres and libraries, and to seek information about the 
types of computer training offered and the availability of computers. The interviews 
conducted with community leaders and librarians also helped to ascertain views about the 
adequacy of services and a perspective on migrants computer use and needs. Interviews 
were recorded and transcribed.  Data regarding participants’ demography, internet access, 
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time spent on the internet, applications used, is detailed below. 
The Cohort 
The majority of participants are humanitarian refugees (46%) followed by international    
students (38%), family reunification (8%) and people in Australia for work (8%). There 
are equal numbers of men and women and the majority of participants are in the 26-33 
year age bracket, a dominant age group representative of Australia-wide migration trends. 
Those in the older age groups of 42 years and above came to Australia for family and 
study purposes.  
The cohorts’ country of origin is diverse, representing the continents of Asia (Vietnam, 
India, Bangladesh, China) Africa (South Sudan, Burandi, Tanzania and Kenya) Middle 
East (Iran, Afghanistan) and Europe (Norway and Italy). The highest representation of 
participants is from Asia.  
Participants were asked to rate their levels of digital literacy prior to commencing the 
interview. On a scale of 1-5, the majority of people (56%) rated their digital literacy skills 
highly between 4 and 5. Only one person claimed to have no computer skills and relied 
on her children to access the internet for her. Due to the nature of the research question, 
the researchers tended to be directed via community workers to people who had 
reasonable to high-level digital literacy skills. However, migrant community leaders who 
work with migrants identify digital literacy as a problem for many people with whom 
they work. Although libraries and community centres provide computers and computer 
training courses, several leaders noted that supply did not meet the demand for training: 
...it’s a very huge problem that people haven’t thought of... most of these 
communities, most of whom don’t speak English are still learning 
English from TAFE. They only get information through word of mouth. 
Or even flyers and then friends, community friends and leaders. Direct 
information from leaders to them. But for them it’s, because they can’t 
access the internet, their computer literacy is very bad. 
         Community Leader from Rwanda 
The disparity between participants’ self-ratings of high digital literacy and the 
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community leader’s comments above can be explained by the method of recruiting 
interview participants. We heard many other stories that were contrary to the experience 
of our interview participants from librarians and community leaders. 
Access 
Despite the problems of digital literacy many mobile people are well connected (Miller 
and Madianou 2012; Fortunati et al 2011) and in this study connection occurred through a 
range of devices that included mobile phones and laptops or via workplace, library or 
community centre computers. Access to computers and mobile devices is high with 92% 
of participants accessing the internet at home and 42% accessing it at work, 53% used a 
community centre to access a computer and 42% of people used a mobile device to 
access the ICTs.  
Unsurprisingly, humanitarian refugees are the least well connected, although limited 
access to computers or mobile devices was by no means uniform across the group.  Prior 
to arrival in Australia, refugees have frequently lived in camps in exile, sometimes for 
years, and it is not until resettlement in Australia that they have access to ICTs.  While 
there are community based programs in digital literacy, the case workers interviewed 
commented that there is always scope to increase the amount of training offered.  
Public libraries and migrant community centres play a very valuable role in providing 
access to computers.  I visited a library on a Saturday morning and it had 36 computer 
terminals and all were occupied by one or more people from NESB communities. The 
librarian commneted that this was a typical pattern across all libraries in the area (four), 
and that “if we provided 100 more terminals, they would all be used all the time.”  
Studies show that mobile devices such as mobile phones with web access, tablets and 
laptops are commonly used among migrant groups and that texting is often the preferred 
mode of communication (Pertierra 2013). This was borne out in this project where 
participants responded best to text messages when setting up interviews. 
Barriers to access among the cohort included: costs, English language proficiency and 
computer literacy. The cost of broadband in Australia is significantly higher in 
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comparison to most of the participants’ home countries and the limitation of the types of 
plans available was commonly cited as obstacles.  The limitation of wi-fi access in public 
places in Brisbane was also remarked upon. While local libraries and community centres 
in the suburbs are well patronized by NESB groups to access computers, our research 
showed that these venues are also used for local information seminars on topics such as 
fire and flood safety, and networking among cultural groups.  
Interviews with staff at community centres and libraries indicated high demand for 
computers by migrant and refugee groups, with staff frequently called upon to help 
people perform digital literacy related tasks, such as helping NESB people writing job 
applications and help them in their job searches. While community centres provide some 
type of training in the use of computer and internet skills, several community leaders 
indicated that training and computer terminals was limited and that in general, demand 
exceeded the availability of training programs.  
Brisbane’s public libraries offer a range of training programs ranging from basic 
computer skills to the use of email, using the Internet for transport and other specific 
uses. These training programs are offered free of charge.   
Levels and types of usage 
Studies on internet use in everyday life acknowledge that virtual spaces are ‘places’ 
where a variety of daily activities are performed (Wellman and Haythornwaite, 2011).  
This was reflected in the high level of usage with the majority of people, 54%, spending 
over four to six hours daily on the Internet and 68% spending at least three hours a day 
(see fig 1.2).  The significance of the internet as a ‘place’ of multi-activity incorporated 
into the rhythms of everyday life, was evident in the amount of hours that participants 
spent on the internet on a daily basis. Most participants use the internet frequently 
throughout the day and the importance of Internet access rated very highly. This view, 
and the high usage was reflected across all NESB groups.  
Participants in the project used ICTs for a wide variety of purposes, with the most 
common activities being, in order of priority: communicating with friends and family, 
finding information about local transport, finding information about accommodation, 
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finding information about jobs and applying for jobs online, finding news and other 
information about homeland countries (accessing homeland online news services), 
entertainment, meeting new people. 
Applications 
The growth of communication and information internet-based applications continues at a 
rapid pace, with longevity subject to the ebbs and flows of user take up, application 
reliability and sophistication.  Thus this research concerned itself with generic 
applications most widely used such as email, the social media site Facebook, messenger 
(and Chinese equivalents) and Skype for its visual affordances. These were cited by all 
participants as the most regularly used, with email being the application most widely 
used.  The second most commonly used applications in order are Skype and Facebook; 
both with visual affordances and text facilities. The percentage breakdowns of internet 
based applications used by participants: are 96% use email, 77% use Skype or equivalent, 
65% use Facebook  and 38% use messenger service. Chinese participants use a Chinese 
‘equivalent’ of Facebook, or QQ a popular instant messenger service.  Many participants 
remarked upon the benefit of the visual affordances of Skype and Facebook because the 
real-time ability to read visual cues enabled a greater levels of intimacy and engagement.  
In this context, these applications have significant use in the management of relationships 
with family and friends in homeland countries.  Several people commented on the 
emotional reassurance visual cues provide in communicating with absent loved ones, as 
one person said of his wife back in Japan when using Skype, “I can see she is happy”.  
One of the paradoxes of this capacity for instant and inexpensive communication with 
loved ones in homeland communities, is the notion of the “present-absent” migrant 
(Miller et al 2011). With regular and often daily use of ICTs, the migrant is both present 
and absent across geographical borders in several communities, including the adopted 
host country. 
 
Facebook is another application that supports relationship maintenance and management. 
It enables photographs to be uploaded, commentary and instant messaging.  Several 
participants remarked that photo sharing was useful to show family and friends their new 
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home, their environment and to see photos of family. In the context of this study, where 
the focus is on ICTs role in resettlement and social inclusion, Facebook is also a source 
of information about local communities and events, as noted by one participant:  
 
I was able to get into some networks like a bushwalkers club and other such 
clubs. Climbing clubs, etcetera which frequently post updates about trips and 
meetings on Facebook…I think Facebook is very useful to network in terms 
of social communities and clubs.  
 
          Male student, India. 
Facebook is sometimes used by participatns in preference to Skype to maintain contact 
with social networks in homeland countries. Skype connection at either end of a 
conversation can be slow, and using Skype across International time zones requires a 
level of organization that can prove difficult, particularly where there are time zones 
differences of six hours or greater. 
Websites Accessed 
Becoming effectively established in a city requires a range of skills and information 
acquired over a period of time. Geographical knowledge of place, services, transport 
routes and information about schools and medical centres is essential base level 
information to negotiate active participation in a host city. The use of ICTs to source such 
information, particularly through websites with location based information, has made the 
initial period of establishment or visitation to a city very efficient and thus helps to 
accelerate the transitional phase. The types of websites accessed by the study’s 
participants, and their observations about use, is indeed indicative of the utility of the 
internet for finding information that helps people to become oriented in a new place.  
Despite the diversity of the cohort , there are striking similarities in the types of 
information sought and websites visited between the two groups of Humanitarian 
Refugees and International Students, where greater differentiation might be expected due 
to differing circumstances, ages and therefore needs.   
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Clearly the experience of arrival and establishment in a new city is made easier by the 
range of internet applications and websites that help to facilitate orientation and mobility.  
Interactive city maps, websites, public transport journey planners and applications that 
provide local up to the minute information are well used by people in this study. The 
availability of maps and geo-locational information and affordances such as map tagging 
is clearly an aid to orientation in a new city or place. Several participants expressed the 
utility of the internet for finding their way around the city and coming to understand it:  
Especially knowing the city. It has really helped me. So transit maps, 
shopping malls, information about uni. 
           
        Female student from Kenya    
It has made my life simple. Finding my way here, communicating with 
people. Getting to know Brisbane and making friends. 
        Male student from Tanzania 
It is no surprise that the two most commonly accessed websites across the cohort are a 
transport site and an accommodation site, both regarded as essential for getting around 
the city and for finding short term accommodation. TransLink http://translink.com.au, is 
the Queensland Government’s public transport site which provides information about 
bus, train and ferry timetables and journey planners, and Realestate.com 
http://www.realestate.com.au a website featuring houses and apartments for rent and sale. 
The job seeking site Seek http://www.seek.com.au and the website Gumtrees, 
http://www.gumtree.com.au, a localized classified advertising site are both well used for 
job seeking, finding accommodation and purchasing products and services. The Brisbane 
City Council (BCC) website http://www.brisbane.qld.gov.au/ is a comprehensive site; the 
BCC is the largest council in Australia with a large jurisdiction and population to service. 
The website provides typical information about council matters such as rates, parking and 
so forth and community and event information that may be of use to visitors or newly 
arrived migrants. Of the participants, only three people used the BCC website. A previous 
website Go Brisbane http://www.gobrisbane auspiced by the BCC, which appeared to be 
targeted towards visitors and locals alike and which had detailed listings of Brisbane-
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wide events and entertainment, services and restaurants as well as information about a 
range of neighbourhoods. It was discontinued in 2010 and several participants 
commented that they missed the site and had used it regularly.  The current BCC website 
has some links to information about Migrating to Brisbane which link through to the 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship, but there is no longer neighbourhood 
information, which was present on the Go Brisbane site. 
Using the internet for job-seeking 
NESB people seeking employment can be met with significant challenges: language and 
local experience are two major obstacles. Now that online recruitment advertising has 
largely replaced print advertising for job seeking, this represents another barrier which is 
widely recognized throughout NESB communities. While not all the study’s cohort were 
seeking jobs such as international students, 30% of people used job seeking sites such as 
seek.com for work. People who do not have high levels of English and digital literacy 
and do not have ready access to a computer are at a distinct disadvantage.  The librarians 
who work in libraries where high levels of clients are NESB migrants reported that 
migrants using library computers would frequently ask for help with writing their job 
applications and resumes. As one Community Leader from Rwanda put it: “…there’s no 
one who’s going to employ you without computer skills. Except for the trades, but even 
then somehow you’ll be required to use the computer.”  Community leaders and workers 
provide some assistance with writing job applications, but clearly demand exceeds the 
number of people requiring assistance. Writing a job application can be a highly 
individual process, tailoring one’s skills and experience to a set of selection criteria and 
organisational agendas, thus is a nuanced and time consuming activity. Even a generic 
training workshop for job seeking would not  cover all the strategies required.  The 
Asylum Seekers Resource Centre which is based in Melbourne (ASRC),  have developed 
a website specifically for employment mentoring services and provides information in 
several languages, but there is no such facility in Brisbane.  
Staying connected and informed about homeland countries is also made more efficient 
with the use of ICTs and participants regularly sought news information from their 
homeland countries. In most cases this occurred on a daily basis, structuring internet use 
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into the pattern of daily routines. 95% of participants accessed homeland online news 
sites, while several others used international news services such as the BBC (British 
Broadcasting Corporation) or SBS (Special Broadcasting Service) for homeland updates.  
Connecting with other people 
One of the central uses of ICTs is for social networking and a growing plethora of sites 
and applications support this activity. Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram, messenger 
applications, topic specific discussion forums are some of the affordances of social 
networking. Indeed mobility and resettlement is greatly assisted with the use of these 
applications, alongside websites aimed at getting strangers together. Cultural 
communities have a web presence which connects people across the cities. These sites 
were used by several participants to seek out people from their local cultural communities 
through sites such as ‘Kenyans Down Under’ and Tanzanian groups. The website 
www.meetup.com, for finding mutual interest groups such as cooking, yoga, bike-riding, 
was used by one participant to join a bushwalking group. While the website is dedicated 
to localised interest groups that enable people to set up a group or join a group, the focus 
is as much about social connection. People express interest via email then attend a ‘meet-
up’ in a place where the activity is undertaken by the group. All capital cities in Australia 
have active meet-up sites. It is one of a growing number of websites that enable strangers 
to meet each other, in this case with a shared mutual interest. There are also several expat 
sites for particular expat communities that have the same function. 
The problems of information seeking with ICTs. 
This study focuses on how people use ICTs in resettlement, thus it did not interview 
people who did not use technologies at all. However, in interviews with migrant 
community leaders and workers, it is evident that there are many people who do not use 
ICTs because of langauge barriers, inadequate digital literacy skills or cultural reasons. 
We found that there are many Brisbane based community and migrant organizations with 
websites offering settlement services or advocacy for migrants and refugees, but that 
participants either did not know about these or if they did, they did nor use them because 
they were regarded as too complex.  We also found that participants did not use the 
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Commonwealth and State government websites that provide information for NESB 
groups in several languages, such as Centrelink.  While the focus of many of the listed 
organizations is refugee and migrant advocacy and thus targeted at people working in 
migrant communities, their websites also contain information that is useful for migrants 
and refugees such as training information and access to services.  Government websites 
such as Centrelink and The Department of Immigration and Citizenship provide 
translation in up to 38 languages, but contain numerous layers of information which 
requires a reasonable level of literacy in order to understand and navigate, which may 
well present challenges for a migrant. Over the period of this project, Centrelink’s 
website was re-designed and now contains more visual and audio information for 
refugees and migrants.   
For refugees who have fled persecution, trust is central to how information is sought and 
considered. Even for those people who have arrived for other reasons, knowing whether 
to trust web-based information sources and find the right information can lead people to 
seek advice elsewhere, among people in their communities who they regard as more 
reliable sources. Community workers reported that when NESB migrants do not use the 
internet to find information, they use their personal networks such as friends and family, 
and community leaders. All community leaders interviewed agreed that this was a 
common way of finding information and was often used in combination with internet 
searching.  Seeking information this way provides assurance that the information is 
accurate and reliable, an important factor for people who are thrust into a system of social 
organization that is different from their homeland countries. Thus community leaders, 
many of whom are voluntary, provide a valuable service acting as the interface between 
the new migrant and government and other agencies with whom people need to liaise 
with to become re-settled.   
Several leaders spoke of the importance of trust for refugees in particular and how this 
was best served by personal contacts and connections. One community leader also spoke 
about the use of printed information, the amount made available but that was not reaching 
its intended audience: 
 They just read it and then throw it away because they’re reliant on 
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 their community leaders for information. I feel so sad because there’s 
 a lot of glossy material just gathering dust in the cupboard. 
 Philipine  Community Leader 
 
Several people interviewed who are highly digitally literate with high usage of ICTs also 
preferred to seek or supplement information from people they knew in the area. Akira 
from Japan, a young professional male, indicated that while he was a heavy user of ICTs, 
when he first arrived in Australia he asked people he knew for important information. His 
reasons are the same reasons as those participants who sought information beyond the 
internet, that it is assumed the information is more reliable.  
 
Conclusion 
ICTs have contributed to the changing experience of transnationalism and migration, 
through ready access to a range of web-based geo-location information and services that 
can assist the re-establishment process, and by redefining the relationship with absent 
communities (Miller 2011).  With access to localized information and with mobile web-
enabled devices and geo-locational applications, newcomers to a city can now more 
easily navigate their way around in ways that ease the challenges of resettlement and 
orientation.  Participants in this study are high users of ICTs during the early period of re-
settlement to Brisbane using technologies to help navigate the city, find accommodation 
and jobs, and forge new social connections and networks. Interestingly, people seldom 
made use of websites targetting migrants such as Centrelink and local migrant 
community group sites. 
Migrants in this study and in as a group generally are well connected through digital 
technologies. There remains however, significant barriers to the access of vital 
information and services for migrants in Australia as the scale of online information 
increases. Although the conclusions of the study are limited by its scope and scale, it is 
evident that the information public agencies place online targetting NESB  groups, is not 
sufficiently used by their intended audience. This is despite online translation capabilities 
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and the move to providing more visually oriented information on websites through the 
use of video and images. Neither is expensive, printed material produced by the same 
agencies used by its intended audience.  Instead, people in this study seek information 
through their own community or social networks and use ICTs for generic location-based 
information and for communication. 
The study identified some barriers to ICT use to do with access to computers and English 
language competency. Several organizations responsible for migrant communities 
provide computers, computer and English language training in centres throughout 
Brisbane in locations with high populations of migrant groups.  But in general, demand 
for training exceeded capacity,  compounded by the problem for many people of getting 
to the training centres. Barriers to the use of ICTs and therefore information, can translate 
into a broader pattern of social and economic inequalities.  As Selwyn asserts, ‘there 
needs to be a political recognition that the crucial issues of the digital divide are not just 
technological – they are social, economic, cultural and political (2004, p.357).’  ICTs are 
integrated into all aspects of life and this study found that inadequate access and digital 
competency has a significant impact across all domains, from communication and social 
connection to job seeking and finding other essential information.  
As the pace of mobility continues in the twenty-first century, strategies that assist the re-
settlement process are important for the maintenance and development of socially 
inclusive socieites. Brisbane’s population has grown significantly over the last two 
decades, with net overseas migration (NOM) predicted to continue to Queensland’s 
future population growth (Barker and Taylor 2010). Finding mechanisms that support 
access to information and communication and the technologies that deliver them, is 











This research was funded by the auDA Foundation for Internet research. The author 
wishes to thank the Ethnic Communities Council of Queensland and the Rental Tenancy 










Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABSb) 2010-2011. ‘Migration Australia’, available from 
http://www.abs.gov.au  (accessed 2 September 2013). 
 
 
The Australian Communications and Media Authority Report (ACMA) 2009-2010. 
http://www.acma.gov.au/webwr/_assets/main/lib311995/2009-10_comms_report-
complete.pdf (accessed 9 December 2013). 
 
Australian Government, Department of Infrastructure and Regional development. 2013. 
State of Australian Cities Report (SOAC) 
http://www.infrastructure.gov.au/infrastructure/pab/soac/  (accessed 6 December 2013). 
 
Barker, Ross & Taylor, Alison.  2010. ‘Population Dynamics in Queensland: A Review’, 
People  and Place, vol 18, no 4. Pp. -40. 
Cresswell, Tim. 2011. ‘Mobilities I: Catching up’. Progress in Human Geography 35 (4): 
550–558. 
 
De Haas, Hans. 2007. ‘Remittances, Migration and Social Development: A Conceptual 
review of the Literature’, United Nations Research for Social Development. Paper No. 
34, October. http://www.imi.ox.ac.uk/pdfs/unrisd-remittances-mig-dev. (accessed 6 
December 2013 
 
Diminescu, Dana. 2008. ‘The connected migrant: an epistemological manifesto’, Social 
Science Information. 47, pp. 565-579. 
 
Ewing, Scott & Thomas, Julian. 2012. ‘The Internet in Australia,’ CCi Digital Futures 
2012, www.cci.edu.au 
Faist, Thomas. 2000.  ‘Transnationalization in international migration: Implications for 
the study of citizenship and culture’, Ethnic and Racial Studies 23(2), pp. 189–222. 
 
Foteinou, Georgia-Barbara. 2010. ‘e-exclusion and the gender digital divide’, ACM 
SIGCAS Computers and Society - Selected Papers from ETHICOMP. Volume 40 Issue 3, 




Fortunati, Leopoldina; Pertierra, Raul; & Vincent, Jane. (Eds) 2011.  Migrations, 
Diaspora and Information Technology in Global Societies. New York: Routledge. 
 
 
Hugo, Graham. 2008. ‘In and Out of Australia: Rethinking Chinese and Indian skilled 
migration to Australia,’ Asian Population Studies, 4:3, pp. 267-291. 
 
Hiller, Harry H & Franz, Tara M. 2004. 'New Ties, Old Ties and Lost Ties: The Use of 
the Internet in Diaspora', New Media and Society, 6(6), pp. 731-752.  
 
Marcus, Andrew. 2012. The Scanlon Report: Mapping Social Cohesion, National Report. 
http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/mapping-population/--documents/mapping-social-
cohesion-national-report-2012.pdf  Accessed Feb 14, 2013. 
 
Miller, Daniel & Madianou, Mirca. 2012. Migration and New Media: Transnational 
Families and Polymedia. Routledge.   
 
Notley,  Tanya & Foth, Marcus. 2008. ‘Extending Australia’s digital divide policy; an 
examination of the value of social inclusion and social capital policy frameworks’, 
Australian Social Policy, available from Queensland University of Technology, e-prints  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/12021/1/12021b.pdf  (accessed 3 July 2013). 
 
Ono, Hiroshi & Zadony, M. 2008. ‘Immigrants, English Ability and the Digital Divide’, 
Social Forces. Vol 86, No4, pp.1455-1479. 
 
Pertierra, Raul. 2013. ‘We Reveal Ourselves to Ourselves: The New Media 
Communication in the Philippines’,  Social Science Diliman. January-June. 9:1, pp. 20-
40. 
 
Selwyn, Neil. 2002. Telling tales on technology: qualitative studies of technology and 
education. Ashgate, Aldershot. 
Selwyn, Neil. 2004. ‘Reconsidering political and popular understandings of the digital 
divide’, New Media and Society, vol 6(3) pp. 341–362. 
Sirianni, Carmen. & Friedland, Lewis. 2001. Civic Innovation in America: Community 
Empowerment, Public Policy, and the Movement for Civic Renewal. University of 
California Press. Berkley & Los Angeles.  
 
Urry, John. 2007. Mobilities. Polity Press, Cambridge, UK. 
 
Wellman , Barry & Haythornwaite, Carolyn. 2002. The Internet in Everyday Life. 
22 
 
Blackwell Publishers, Malden, MA, Oxford. 
Williams, Tim. 2011. Connecting Communities :The impact of broadband on 
communities in the UK and its implications for Australia, available from Huawei 
www.huwei.com.au (accessed 9 May 2013). 
 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR Emma Felton is a Senior Lecturer in the Creative Industries 
Faculty, Queensland University of Technology. She researches in the area of urban 
sociology and is co-editor and co-author of the book Design and Ethics: reflections on 
practice (Routledge, 2012) and numerous articles on urbanism, creative industries and 
urban design. 
 
 
 
 
  
